Use of radioactive phosphorus in haematology.
Following the development of the cyclotron in 1932, radio-isotopes became available for use in medicine both as tracer substances and therapeutic agents. The father of nuclear medicine, Dr J. H. Lawrence, pioneered their use in a range of disease states and found that radio-isotopes were of enormous value in the diagnosis and treatment of haemopoetic disease, particularly the myeloproliferative disorders. Radioactive phosphorus 32P emerged as the radio-isotope of choice for the myelosuppressive treatment of myeloproliferative disorders. This article also describes the use of radio-isotopes in the treatment of other disorders: chronic myeloid leukaemia, chronic lymphocytic leukaemia and myeloma, work that is now largely forgotten. All myeloproliferative disorders may evolve without treatment into myelodysplastic syndrome or blast-cell transformation. It is accepted that life is prolonged in myeloproliferative disorders treated with 32P or alkylating agents, yet both are leukaemogenic. The ideal form of treatment for polycythaemia vera is unknown and will remain so, for patients with this disorder often outlive their physician and achieve 90% of normal life expectation. 32P remains the treatment of choice for elderly patients with polycythaemia vera.